





A Collaborative Partnership in Rural Preservation Planning: 
An evaluation of effectiveness and impact of RARE-Main Street community 



































































This  study assessed  the effectiveness and  impact of  the RARE‐Main Street partnership  in  rural Oregon 
communities  by  combining  academic  research  with  a  practical  program  evaluation.  The  researcher 
gathered  feedback  and  insights  from  former  RARE‐AmeriCorps  participants,  their  supervisors,  and 





Street)  and  the expectations of  community members,  is  the RARE‐Main  Street 
partnership effectively and efficiently building community capacity? 




















profit  organization  that  provided  technical  assistance  for  communities  implementing  the Main  Street 
Approach®.  And,  there  are  only  a  few  private  consultants  available  to  provide  expert  advice  on  the 
Approach® and strategic planning within the state. The majority of interview respondents agree the local 
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  RARE-Main Street community selected for the study 















































Organization of this Report 
The remainder of the report is broken into five chapters, organized as follows: 

































































































































Goal 1: Develop a program evaluation tool to assess effectiveness and impact of 








































Research Generated Indicators 
to Assess the State of the Local 
Main Street Program Prior to 

























Goal 2: Understand the context of the interventions by examining the operational 
framework and structure of each program within the partnership – RARE, 







Goal 3: Gather information pertaining to how “capacity building” is defined and 
approached by broader audience of community planning and preservation 
professionals, as well as to individual rural communities within the context of 







Research Generated Indicators 
for Partnership Effectiveness 
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Goal 4: Gather partnership participant feedback and insights on the effectiveness 


































Goal 5: Understand the context, strengths and challenges for each selected rural 



















Goal 6: Reveal the success, limitations, challenges, and areas for improvement of 





































































































































































































































































“Not  only  does  the  research  overall  support  these  [mechanisms],  our  evaluation  data 























































































Limitations Affecting Community 







































THE MAIN STREET APPROACH®                                                                          
The success of the Main Street approach is attributed to its integrated four-point strategy and guiding 
principles that directly link economic development to social capital initiatives. To implement the Approach® 
correctly each of these points must be addressed simultaneously.  
DESIGN  
Integrating appropriate modern infrastructure design and preservation standards to enhance the 
visual quality of downtown. 
ORGANIZATION 
Fostering a local collaborative environment of public-private partnerships, as well as community 
members and volunteers working together to improve their downtown. 
PROMOTION 
Marketing the cultural value and economic development potential to shoppers, visitors, and 
investors. And creating opportunities for community members and visitors to interact with the 
downtown core. 
ECONOMIC RESTRUCTURING 
Analyzing current market forces to develop long-term solutions to: recruit new business, sharpen 
competiveness of existing business owners, and creatively convert underutilized spaces for new 
uses. 
BENEFITS OF THE MAIN STREET APPROACH® 
Research estimates that each dollar spent on Main Street programs has generated, on average, another $40 
dollars of private investment.34 Other potential, positive impacts the Approach® has on downtown centers 
include:35 & 36 
 Attracting new businesses, shoppers, and visitors. 
 Retaining existing local businesses. 
 Serving as an incubator for new jobs. 
 Increasing local sales and property tax base. 
 Rehabilitating existing underutilized infrastructure. 
 Creating a renewed sense of pride and community involvement. 
 Preserving the local heritage and cultural resources. 
 Creating a more aesthetic and welcoming downtown. 













































Key Ingredients for an Effective 













































Common challenges and hurdles Oregon communities encounter  





















































































































































































































Research Questions for  
RARE’s 2009 Evaluation 
Recommendations from the 
2009 RARE Evaluation 
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Main Street Program Evaluation 
Precedents Researched for this 
Study 
Key Factors Impacting the 
Sustainability of Pennsylvania’s 



































































































34 Bradbury. "An Evaluation of Iowa's Rural Main Street Program." 
35 National Trust for Historic Preservation. History of the National Main Street Center.  
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V. Community Profiles 
The following section is intended to provide background information for each RARE-Main Street 
community selected for this study. Information pertains to their socio-economic conditions, local Main 
Street initiatives, and involvement (or partnership) with RARE. The section is divided into two primary 
sections: a general overview of key similarities and differences, then more detailed information for each 
community. Community information is listed within the following sub categories: “General 
Characteristics”, “Local Main Street Initiative”, and “RARE Involvement”. For source, or reference, 
information pertaining to socio-economic census data listed within the section, see Appendix B.  
Overview 
The four case studies selected for this project 
represent a diverse range of rural Main Street 
communities located throughout the State of 
Oregon. Each has progressed to different stages 
of downtown revitalization through the use of 
the Main Street Approach®; a testament that 
the Approach®, while comprehensive, has the 
flexibility to conform to each community and 
requires strong dedication and support from 
the local residents. Of the four, Milton-
Freewater has the youngest Main Street 
program, which was established in 2011. 
Astoria and Coos Bay were among the first 
communities in the state to adopt the Main 
Street Approach® in the 1980s and La Grande 
began their own downtown revitalization using the 
Approach® in 2009, around the same time revived 
interest in the state Main Street program occurred.  
Although each case study faces unique community and economic revitalization challenges, all share 
common capacity needs to implement the Main Street Approach® which led to the formation of their 
partnership with RARE: (1) an available, skilled professional to spearhead the initiative, (2) a sustainable 
funding source for such an individual, and (3) a fresh perspective for attracting and retaining community 
support. Additionally, each local Main Street program had reached a pivotal crossroads in their 
development or progress and needed assistance propelling it in the right direction. All four communities 
had a RARE-AmeriCorps participant(s) for at least two years between 2009 and 2014. La Grande’s 
partnership is among the longest with RARE, which began in 2009 and continues today. 
Similarities and differences also occur within the socio-economic make up of each community. All 
communities within this study are currently economically distressed and, like many other rural 
communities throughout the country, have experienced significant shifts in their industry sectors. 
Community revitalization and business retention becomes a priority not only for city government, but 
also for local community and business members when the median income is 19-30% lower than the state 
median household income and people living below the poverty rate range from 19-27%.  
Location of the RARE-Main Street communities included 
in this study. (Produced in 2014 by the researcher using a 
Google base map.) 
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A stark difference in the socio-economic make up of these communities is apparent in the age of the 
populations and their ethnicity. Astoria and Coos Bay both have an older population, while La Grande and 
Milton-Freewater have significantly younger population as compared to the state average. Most 
communities have a vast majority of white populations, with the exception being Milton-Freewater which 
has a significant population of individuals who identify themselves as Hispanic.  
Being aware of socio-economic conditions such as these and the current state of the each Main Street 
initiative, afforded a better understanding of each community’s context. Additionally, having this 
information on hand allowed the researcher to ask poignant interview questions of the RARE-AmeriCorps 
participant and their supervisors.  Below is further detailed information pertaining to each community 
selected for this study.  
Astoria 
General Characteristics 
Astoria is located at the mouth of the Columbia River along 
Oregon’s northern coast. The town is the county seat for 
Clatsop County and is approximately 95 miles from 
Portland, the nearest metropolitan area. In 2010, at the 
time of the last decennial census, Astoria had a population 
of 9,477. Over the last decade the town’s population has 
experienced a slight decrease.  
Astoria has a slightly older population than the state as a 
whole, with a median age of 42 as compared to 38 
respectively, and a significant population of residents 65 years of age or older (17%). The vast majority of 
the population, 92%, are white as compared to a state average of 87%. Only 10% of the population 
identifies themselves as Hispanic, which is lower than the state average.  
Historically a port town, Astoria’s industry was dominated by shipping, fishing, logging and other natural 
resource extractive activities.
1 Today, the top three industry sectors are:  
 Educational services, and health care and social assistance (20%) 
 Arts, entertainment, and recreation, and accommodation and food services (16%) 
 Retail trade (15%) 
The vast majority of workers within Astoria (71%) are private wage or salary workers. Government 
employees make up 16% of the total workforce and workers who are self-employed make up 13% of the 
total workforce. The average commute time in Astoria is 18 minutes, which is lower than the state 
average of 22 minutes.  
Data suggests Astoria is economically distressed and the cost of living is disproportionately higher than 
earned income. Although unemployment is roughly the same as the state average (11%), the median 
income is only $40,603. This is 19% lower than the median household income statewide. 21% of people 
live below the poverty level, which is higher than the state average of 16%. Additionally, the majority of 
occupied housing units in Astoria (52%) is renter-occupied, which is significantly higher than the state 
average (38%). Nearly 5% of the housing units are seasonal, which is higher than the state average.   
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Local Main Street Initiative 
Astoria has a sprawling, 30-block historic district 
comprised of nearly 70 contributing resources and 
retains significant historic character. The district 
serves as the primary retail and cultural hub for 
the town. District boundaries extend from the 
Columbia River south to Exchange Street and east-
west from Seventh Street to Seventeenth Street. 
Established neighborhoods comprised of single 
and multi-family residential units are located just 
to the south of the district lending well to the 
walkability of the district for the local community.  
The district was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 
1998 as being significant in multiple categories, including: 
architecture, commerce, exploration and settlement, industry, and 
politics or government. Dominant architectural styles within the 
district include Late Victorian Italianate and Queen Anne, Late 19th 
and 20th century revivals (Colonial, Classical, Renaissance, and 
Beaux Arts), and early 20th century American commercial, modern, 
and vernacular styles.2  
The proximity of the commercial district to the Columbia River, as 
well as historical archaeological remains of pier pylons protruding 
along the river bank lend well to the town’s storied past. Today, the 
commercial district is vibrant and dynamic with an eclectic mix of 
businesses and cultural places (such as museums and public 
gathering spaces) that cater to the local community and tourists 
alike. Even mid-week, the downtown center usually remains active 
with a generational mix of shoppers and business people. From an 
external perspective, the district appears to be well-cared for with visible, or tangible, examples of 
investments and few vacant storefronts. These include city artwork and sculptures, streetscape 
improvements (plantings, bike racks, etc.), historic building restoration and maintenance, and new 
construction underway.  
Astoria’s Main Street initiative has recently been hailed as a success story and a model within the State of 
Oregon. Astoria was among the first cities in the state to participate in the Main Street program back in 
1985. The local program was also recently declared a Performing Main Street, by the state’s Main Street 
Coordinator. This state designation signifies the highest level of program advancement following the Main 
Street Approach®.3  
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The local initiative is spearheaded by a non-profit, the Astoria Downtown Historic District Association 
(ADHDA). The mission of the organization is to: “Encourage community involvement and investment in 
preserving the character of historic downtown Astoria while promoting its health and future.” 4 The 
organization is led by a Board of Directors comprised of 12 individuals, four committee chairpersons, and 
one Executive Director. At this time the Executive Director, which is a former RARE-AmeriCorps 
participant is the only full-time staff person and was brought on in 2013, following the RARE partnership. 
 
Factors impacting the local Main Street program prior to the RARE-Main Street partnership were 
gathered from community members through an online survey, as well as interviews with a former Astoria 
RARE-AmeriCorps participant and their supervisor while in service:5  
Primary Reasons for Implementing the Main Street Approach® in Astoria 
 Small business development within the district. Competition with chain, big box 
retail in a neighboring town.  
 Increase revenue, either through investment or consumer spending, within the 
downtown district. 
 Improve the aesthetic appearance of the downtown district.  
Secondary Reasons for Implementing the Main Street Approach® in Astoria 
 Preserve, restore, or reuse historic buildings within the downtown district  
 Increase awareness about community assets and businesses within the 
downtown district. 
Top community assets, resources or characteristics which have helped spur downtown 
revitalization other than RARE and the local Main Street program.  
 The “Riverwalk”. 
 Local brewery. 
 Community hospitality. 
 City government. 
 Interested and invested business owners and community members. 
 Historic preservation initiatives. 
 “Core” of dedicated board members began to build momentum. 
Top issues, barriers or challenges met trying implement the Main Street Approach® prior to 
RARE partnership. 
 “Fear of another failed try at organizing [downtown alliance].” 
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 Unavailability of business owners. 
 General disinterest of the business community.  
 No strategic organization.  
 Lack of education and training on the Approach®.  
 No point person to spearhead the initiative. 
 Limited Volunteer capacity. 
 Funding.  
 Lack of cohesion, communication, and knowledge sharing between interested 
parties. 
 Differing priorities and expectations – Main Street board vs. city government, 
absentee property owners vs. business and community members 
Other factors that can be attributed to the success of the local initiative include (1) the community’s 
ability to form internal partnerships to address local issues, (2) majority of community members and 
business owners support downtown revitalization, and (3) a revived sense of pride has emerged from 
implementing the Main Street Approach®. Factors which could be potentially detrimental to the success 
of the local program include (1) not regularly forming external partnerships to help mitigate local issues 
and (2) reaching the potential of diversity for Main Street support.6  
 
Source: Community member online survey completed for purposes of the RARE-Main Street partnership 
research study. 2014.
My community regularly forms external partnerships with
organizations or neighboring communities to address local
issues and challenges.
Internal partnerships or public committees within my
community generally have a diverse group of interested
members.
Most people in my community have an appreciation for
historic buildings and their reuse.
My community is successful at forming internal partnerships
to address local issues or challenges.
The majority of community members support revitalization
efforts downtown.
The majority of business owners support revitalization efforts
downtown.
The Main Street Approach® has helped foster a revived sense
of pride in our community.
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RARE Involvement  
Astoria was among the first Main Street communities to partner with RARE. Their first RARE partnership 
occurred in the RARE’s 17th year (2010-2011) and continued the following two years. The first RARE-
AmeriCorps participant served two continuous years and one additional RARE-AmeriCorps participant 
served in the final year.  
Prior to the RARE partnership, the ADHDA was somewhat of a grassroots effort with little to no funding.7 
Although the organization had existed for some time, funding, interest, and available volunteers were a 
constant ebb and flow. Initial Main Street initiatives in Astoria were funded through a local property tax; 
however, a 1991 ballot measure did away with the tax. Without stable revenue, the organization 
diminished significantly. It also struggled to retain general community and business interest, as well as a 
supportive volunteer base. Additionally, there was a substantial amount of board member turn over, 
which was detrimental to the functionality of the organization and collective knowledge.8 In 2010, the 
board gained several new members dedicated to instigating positive change within the downtown 
district.  
The primary purpose, or need, behind the partnership with RARE in 2010 was to demonstrate to the 
community and local officials what could be accomplished with a full-time Main Street Manager and bring 
awareness to ADHDA. Additionally, the organization needed to gain financial endorsement or find a 
sustainable funding mechanism to support a paid staff position. While serving within the community, the 
RARE-AmeriCorps participant became the face of ADHDA and spearheaded the local Main Street 
initiative.  
First Year Astoria’s Main Street Partnered with RARE 
Year 17* (2010-2011) 
Continuous Years Astoria’s Main Street Partnered with RARE 
Year 18 (2011-2012) & Year 19 (2012-2013)  
Capacity Needed 
Human, social, and financial. (Continuous all three years.) 
RARE-AmeriCorps Position Focus 
 Become the face of local Main Street initiative. 
 Implement strategies for comprehensive community and economic development 
under the Main Street Approach®. 
 Identify a sustainable funding model, mechanism, or endorsement for permanent, 
full-time Main Street Manager, or Executive Director.  
 Increase awareness and volunteer base.  
                                                            
* The numbers following “Year” correspond to RARE’s service contract cycles. RARE is now in its 20th year, or Year 
20. Service contract cycles, or partnerships, begin in September and terminate in July.  




The town of Coos Bay is located on a sheltered 
peninsula along Oregon’s southern coast. The town 
and neighboring community of North Bend are 
oriented towards the eastern bay which leads to 
multiple navigable waterways stretching inland. 
Highway 101 runs through the heart of Coos Bay 
commercial district, which brings tourists and 
touring cyclists to the area. Coos Bay is fairly 
secluded from other metropolitan areas; the 
nearest city of 50,000 or more in population is 
Eugene (approximately 140,000 people) 74 miles to the northeast over the coastal mountain range.9 In 
2010, at the time of the last decennial census, Coos Bay had a population of 15,374. Over the last decade 
the city had experienced a slight increase.  
Coos Bay has a slightly older population as compared to the state, with a median age of 42 (compared to 
state median age of 38) and a significant population of residents 65 years of age or older (19%).  The vast 
majority of the population, 92%, are white as compared to a state average of 87%. Only 8% of the 
population identify themselves as Hispanic, which is lower than the state average. 
Historically a port town, Coos Bay’s industry was dominated by ship building and logging.  Although the 
town is still known as a large exporter of wood products, today, the top three industry sectors are:  
• Educational services, and health care and social assistance (23%) 
• Retail trade (16%) 
• Arts, entertainment, and recreation, and accommodation and food services (14%) 
The vast majority (76%) of workers within Coos Bay are private wage or salary workers. Government 
employees make up 18% of the total workforce and workers who are self-employed make up 6% of the 
total workforce. Average commute time in Coos Bay is 16 minutes, which is lower than the state average 
of 22 minutes.  
Data suggests Coos Bay is economically distressed. 13% of the population are unemployed, which is 
slightly higher than the state average. The median income is $38,820. This is 22% lower than the median 
household income statewide. 19% of people live below the poverty level, which is higher than the state 
average of 16%. However, the majority of the housing units in Coos Bay are owner-occupied (55%).  
Local Main Street Initiative 
Coos Bay has a compact commercial district oriented towards the waterfront. Although the town does 
not have a designated historic district, the commercial center contains over 30 historic resources.10 This 
area was renamed by the local community the “Marshfield District”, after the town’s former name. Most 
activity of the district is centered around a new visitors center, Front Street, and a waterfront boardwalk. 
Front Street and the commercial district to the west contain numerous 1920s Art Deco inspired buildings, 
which signify a significant period of growth for the town. The other dominant architectural style is mid-
century modern and late 20th century commercial.  
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Today, much of the commercial and retail activity occur 
along Front Street. Much of this activity seems to be 
drawing on the economic opportunities that are afforded 
by tourists traveling through the area – such as 
restaurants and other service industry businesses. 
Anchors for the district include the newly constructed 
visitor’s center and a new history and maritime museum 
currently under construction. The commercial district 
beyond Front Street contains a high percentage of vacant 
store fronts and receives very limited foot traffic; 
however, it is apparent that the town is attempting to breathe new life into the area. Many of the historic 
buildings have received façade restorations and some streetscape improvements have been made.  
Coos Bay was among the first cities in the state to become a Main Street community and serves as an 
example that downtown revitalization is a long-term investment rather than a quick-fix solution. The Coos 
Bay Downtown Association (CBDA) was established in 1981 with the following mission:  
“To foster the development of downtown Coos Bay by strengthening local business, 
encouraging new business, and connecting the community through partnerships. CBDA is 
committed to promoting Coos Bay as an attractive place to live, work, and visit by 
continually enhancing the quality life of the downtown area.”   
The non-profit organization is led by a Board of Directors comprised of nine individuals. Funding for a 
permanent, full-time staff person has not yet been acquired. The Coos Bay Main Street initiative is 
designated by the state as a Transforming Downtown. This designation is for communities “committed to 
downtown revitalization using the Main Street Approach, but need [external] technical assistance” for 
implementation.11   
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Factors impacting the local Main Street program were gathered from community members through an 
online survey for this study:12  
Primary Reasons for Implementing the Main Street Approach® in Coos Bay 
 Increase revenue, either through investment or consumer spending, within the 
downtown district. 
 Improve the aesthetic appearance of the downtown district.  
 Encourage the community and visitors to buy local. 
 Increase awareness about community assets and businesses within the 
downtown district. 
Top community assets, resources or characteristics which have helped spur downtown 
revitalization other than RARE and the local Main Street program.  
 Long-term downtown businesses 
 Dedicated local government 
 Proximity to Highway 101 
 Restoration of historic buildings.  
 Monthly downtown events. 
Top issues, barriers or challenges met trying implement the Main Street Approach® prior to 
RARE partnership. 
 Motivating businesses to get involved. 
 Motivating committee members to complete projects and initiatives. 
 Sustainable funding.  
 Lack of up-keep on older, historic buildings.  
 Motivating and engaging with volunteers. 
Other factors that can be attributed to the progress of the local initiative include (1) a revived sense of 
pride has emerged from implementing the Main Street Approach® and (2) the majority of business 
owners support revitalization efforts. Factors which could be potentially detrimental to the success of the 
local program include (1) not regularly forming external partnerships to help mitigate local issues, (2) 
perceived lack of success forming internal partnerships, and (3) not having adequate support from 
community members.13  
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Source: Community member online survey completed for purposes of the RARE-Main Street partnership 
research study. 2014 
RARE Involvement  
Coos Bay first partnered with RARE for Main Street assistance in 2012 and again during the most recent 
cycle of AmeriCorps participant placement. Each year a different RARE-AmeriCorps individual was placed 
within the community.  
Prior to partnering with RARE, Coos Bay had just received the Transforming Downtown designation by the 
state. For over 20 years the town had been designated as either an Exploring Downtown or Affiliate with 
some level of assistance from the state Main Street Coordinator, but never made the transition or 
commitment to the higher levels of designation. In 2012, there was a change in local leadership which 
worked to shift the focus of CBDA from solely promotion and event planning to being an instigator of 
change.  The primary funding sponsor of CBDA at the time was the local government and many business 
owners were skeptical to invest time or financial resources due to the lack of initiatives in the previous 
decades.  
The primary purpose, or need, behind the partnership with RARE in 2012 was to have a full-time staff 
person that could provide the time and energy for tasks associated to the administrative, oversight, 
organization, coordination, and promotion of the CBDA. 
First Year Coos Bay’s Main Street Partnered with RARE 
Year 19 (2012-2013)  
My community regularly forms external partnerships with
organizations or neighboring communities to address local
issues and challenges.
My community is successful at forming internal partnerships
to address local issues or challenges.
The majority of community members support revitalization
efforts downtown.
Internal partnerships or public committees within my
community generally have a diverse group of interested
members.
Most people in my community have an appreciation for
historic buildings and their reuse.
The majority of business owners support revitalization efforts
downtown.
The Main Street Approach® has helped foster a revived sense
of pride in our community.
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Continuous Years Coos Bay’s Main Street Partnered with RARE 
Year 20 (2013-2014) 
Capacity Needed 
Human, social, financial, and organizational capacity. (Continuous both years.) 
RARE-AmeriCorps Position Focus 
• Serve in the capacity of a full-time Main Street Manager.  
• Promote the local organization and conduct outreach to the local community.  
Assist with administration, organization, and promotional duties of the CBDA.  
• Increase the volunteer base and community involvement.  
• Identify a sustainable funding model, mechanism, or endorsement for permanent, 




La Grande is located in the Grande Ronde River 
Valley to the west of the Wallowa Mountains 
along Interstate 84 in northeastern Oregon. The 
town has a rich heritage spanning back to the 
Anglo-American settlement period of Oregon. 
Portions of the historic Oregon Trail run through 
the heart of town. La Grande serves as the 
county seat for Union County, as well as an 
economic and community hub for many of the 
remote populations that live in northeastern 
Oregon. The nearest town of 50,000 or more is 
Kennewick, Washington, which is approximately 80 miles northwest.14 In 2010, at the time of the last 
decennial census, La Grande had a population of 12,327. Over the last decade the town has experienced 
a slight increase.  
La Grande has a younger population than the state as a whole, the median age is 33 as compared to 38 
respectively. The vast majority of the population, 94%, are white as compared to the state average of 
87%. Only 5% of the populations identifies themselves as Hispanic, which is significantly lower than the 
state average.  
Historically, La Grande’s industry was dominated by timber harvesting and grain milling.15 Today, the top 
three industry sectors are:   
 Educational services, and health care and social assistance (32%) 
 Retail trade (14%) 
 Arts, entertainment, and recreation, and accommodation and food services (9%) 
The significant percentage of “educational services, and health care and social assistance” can, in part, be 
attributed to the presence of Eastern Oregon University located within La Grande. The vast majority of 
workers in La Grande (72%) are private wage or salary workers; however, government employees make 
 Page | 55  
 
up a significant (20%) of the total workforce. Workers who are self-employed make up 8% of the total 
workforce. Average commute time in La Grande is 11 minutes, which is significantly lower than the state 
average of 22 minutes.  
Although the unemployment rate is slightly lower than the state average, data suggests La Grande is 
economically distressed. The median income is $36,424, which is 27% lower than the median household 
income statewide. Additionally, 23% of the population live below the poverty level. Having a significant 
population of young adults enrolled at the University may partially account for the significantly lower 
income. The majority of occupied housing units in La Grande is owner-occupied, 54%; however, this is 
lower than the state average of 62%.  
Local Main Street Initiative 
The La Grande Commercial Historic District contains 57 
contributing historic resources and is set against a picturesque 
backdrop of rolling hills.16 Although chain retail has built out from 
the district towards the east and south, the historic district 
remains the city center with administrative, cultural, and 
educational services. The district is bounded by a well-established, 
single-family residential neighborhood to the north and west 
lending well to the walkability of downtown for the local 
community. District boundaries extend from Union Pacific Railroad 
tracts along Jefferson Street on the north; Greenwood and Cove 
Streets on the east; Washington Street on the South; and Fourth 
Street on the west. 17 An area of roughly 14 city blocks.  
The district was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 
2001 as being significant in multiple categories, including: 
commerce, government, and architecture. Dominant architectural 
styles within the district include Italianate, Gothic, Renaissance, 
Mission, 20th Century Commercial, and vernacular.18  
Today, the revitalization of the historic district through the use of the Main Street Approach® is a 
cornerstone of La Grande’s Urban Renewal Plan and priority for city council.19 The district embraces a 
small town charm and is a welcoming place for both tourists and local community members. On weekday 
afternoon, you can find a mix of generational shoppers and families strolling along the sidewalks.    
Although some vacant storefronts exist, reinvestment within the district is apparent. Historic buildings 
have received (or are currently receiving) restoration and maintenance, streetscape improvements have 
been made, and an overall sense of place exists. Additionally, new cultural facilities, such as a large public 
library, have been construction along the periphery of the district.  
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La Grande launched their local Main 
Street program in 2009, a year after the 
state Main Street program was revived 
through legislative action. The local 
initiative was spearhead through the 
city’s Community and Economic 
Development Department and a Board 
of Directors comprised of 10 individuals. 
The mission of La Grande Main Street is 
to “create an inviting, sustainable 
downtown rooted in La Grande’s history 
and culture, providing a vital center for 
commercial and community activities”.20  
 
Factors impacting the local Main Street program were gathered from community members through an 
online survey for this study:21 
Primary Reasons for Implementing the Main Street Approach® in La Grande 
 Encourage the community and visitors to buy local. 
 Preserve, restore, or reuse historic buildings within the downtown district. 
 Promote local business and provide support for them to thrive.  
 Attracted to the comprehensiveness of the Approach®. 
Top community assets, resources or characteristics which have helped spur downtown 
revitalization other than RARE and the local Main Street program.  
 Urban Renewal funding.  
 Local business investment. 
 Volunteers. 
 Tradition. Community of multi-generational families. 
 City had established working relationship with the State Historic Preservation 
Office for preservation related activities.  
Top issues, barriers or challenges met trying implement the Main Street Approach® prior to 
RARE partnership. 
 Lack of interest. 
 Funding.  
 Organization. 
 Transitioning from city-led initiative to non-profit foundation initiative. 
 Business investment. 
 Retaining businesses within the downtown district. 
Other factors that can be attributed to the progress of the local initiative include (1) a revived sense of 
pride has emerged from implementing the Main Street Approach® and (2) forming diverse internal 
partnerships. Factors which could be potentially detrimental to the success of the local program include 
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(1) not regularly forming external partnerships to help mitigate local issues and (2) not having adequate 
support from business members.22 
 
Source: Community member online survey completed for purposes of the RARE-Main Street partnership 
research study. 2014. 
La Grande’s Main Street initiative is designated as a Transforming Downtown by the state’s Main Street 
Coordinator. This designation is for communities “committed to downtown revitalization using the Main 
Street Approach, but need [external] technical assistance” for implementation.23   
RARE Involvement  
La Grande was among the first Main Street communities to partner with RARE and is the longest running 
partnership to date. This partnership coincided with the launch of the local Main Street initiative within 
the community in 2009. Since that time, La Grande has partnered with RARE for Main Street technical 
assistance each year and has had a total of four RARE-AmeriCorps participants. One participant remained 
within the community for two years.  
Through the help of the RARE partnership the Main Street initiative has grown and is now at a crossroads 
of transitioning from a city led initiative to a volunteer-based organization. Up until that time, La Grande 
had seen many other downtown associations, but all had dissolved without much success.24 There was a 
fair amount of community support, but the time, energy, and commitment of local volunteers was 
sporadic. Additionally, business owners were skeptical to invest in the program until the benefit of the 
Main Street initiative, or revitalization, progress was made apparent.  
The primary purpose, or need, behind the partnership with RARE in 2009 was to have a full-time staff 
person that could assist the Economic Development Director and have a more neutral (non-government) 
My community regularly forms external partnerships with
organizations or neighboring communities to address local issues…
The majority of business owners support revitalization efforts
downtown.
The majority of community members support revitalization efforts
downtown.
Most people in my community have an appreciation for historic
buildings and their reuse.
My community is successful at forming internal partnerships to
address local issues or challenges.
Internal partnerships or public committees within my community
generally have a diverse group of interested members.
The Main Street Approach® has helped foster a revived sense of
pride in our community.
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individual be the face of the local Main Street initiative to help the organization gain momentum, as well 
as support from the local community and business members.  
First Year La Grande’s Main Street Partnered with RARE 
  Year 16 (2009-2010)  
Continuous Years La Grande’s Main Street Partnered with RARE 
Year 17 (2010-2011), Year 18 (2011-2012), Year 19 (2012-2013), & Year 20 (2013-2014) 
Capacity Needed 
Human, social, and financial capacity. (Continuous all five years.) 
RARE-AmeriCorps Position Focus 
 Increase interest and participation with the local initiative.  
 Network and promote the local program to build partnerships.  
 Assist the Economic Development Director implement elements of the city’s Urban 
Renewal Plan.  
 Assist committee members implement projects and host events.  
 Help transition the program from a city government led initiative to a non-profit 
status. 
 Identify and obtain a sustainable funding model, mechanism, or endorsement for 




Milton-Freewater is located at the southern 
end of the Walla Walla Valley in northeastern 
Oregon in close proximity to the Oregon-
Washington state line. This area is well-known 
for its agricultural production. Milton-
Freewater is fairly remote; the nearest town 
of 50,000 or more is Kennewick, Washington, 
which is approximately 40 miles northwest. 
In 2010, at the time of the last decennial 
census, Milton-Freewater had a population of 
6,470. Over the last decade the city had 
experienced a slight increase. 25 
Milton-Freewater has a younger population than the state as a whole, the median age is 32 as compared 
to 38 respectively, and a high population of residents 18 years of age or younger (30%). The majority of 
the population, 73%, are white as compared to a state average of 87% with a significant population (26%) 
that identify themselves as “some other race”. Community members which identify as Hispanic is 43%; 
this is significantly higher than the state average of 12%.  
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Historically, Milton-Freewater’s industry was dominated by agriculture. Today, the top three industry 
sectors are:  
 Educational services, and health care and social assistance (18%) 
 Manufacturing (16%) 
 Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting, and mining (14%) 
The vast majority of workers in Milton-Freewater (83%) are private wage or salary workers. Government 
employees make up 13% of the total workforce and workers who are self-employed make up 3% of the 
total workforce. Average commute time in Milton-Freewater is 16 minutes, which is lower than the state 
average of 22 minutes.  
Data suggests Milton-Freewater is severely economically distressed and the cost of living is 
disproportionately higher than earned income. The unemployment rate is 21%, which is significantly 
higher than the state average. The median income is $34,974, which is 30% lower than the median 
household income statewide. 27% of people live below the poverty level, which is significantly higher 
than the state average of 16%. 56% of the occupied housing units are owner-occupied, which is lower 
than the state average.  
Local Main Street Initiative 
Milton-Freewater has a somewhat unique historic commercial 
district with two disjointed commercial areas connected by a dog-
legged route of streets. One of the sections is located along state 
highway 11, while the other section, named “Old Town 
Freewater”, is set away from the current main thoroughfare. The 
area once supported two towns, which merged in 1950. Milton-
Freewater does not have a designated historic district; however, 
there are three buildings between the two commercial sections 
listed on the National Register of Historic Places – Columbia 
College building (now City Hall), Central School, and the Walla 
Walla Valley Traction Company Passenger Station and 
Powerhouse. Other potentially contributing buildings include 
Greek and Italianate Revival brick commercial buildings dating to 
the turn of the 20th century within both sections of the 
commercial district. The other dominant architectural form is late 
20th century commercial. 
Today, Milton-Freewater’s Main Street initiative is in its infancy. Three years ago concerned community 
members sought a remedy to their crumbling economic and commercial base. Of the few businesses that 
do exist within the commercial district, most are located in newer constructed buildings. However, there 
is some effort being made to restore the older, underutilized brick commercial buildings. Other notable 
improvements, or Main Street efforts, are flower planters located throughout Old Town Freewater and 
annual events, or festivities. Like the other Main Street communities selected for this study, Milton-
Freewater serves as an example that downtown revitalization is a long-term investment rather than an 
overnight solution.  
 Page | 60  
 
Factors impacting the local Main Street program were gathered from community members through an 
online survey for this study:26 
Primary Reason for Implementing the Main Street Approach® in Milton-Freewater 
 Improve the aesthetic appearance of the downtown district. 
Secondary Reasons for Implementing the Main Street Approach® in Milton-Freewater 
 Increase revenue, either through investment or consumer spending, within the 
downtown district. 
 Encourage community members to buy local. 
 Increase community or volunteer engagement with revitalization efforts.  
Top community assets, resources or characteristics which have helped spur downtown 
revitalization other than RARE and the local Main Street program.  
 Improvement grants. 
 Publicity on revitalization efforts. 
 Engagement and commitment from local business owners. 
 Community wanted to see a change for the better. 
Top issues, barriers or challenges met trying implement the Main Street Approach® prior to 
RARE partnership. 
 Funding.  
 Resistance to change from business and community members. 
 Accountability for revitalization projects and initiatives.  
 No available point person.  
 Administrative responsibilities.  
 Steep learning curve. Struggled with what to do and how to do it. 
 Putting action behind interest. 
 Retaining and attracting businesses. 
 Separate cultural groups within community and lack of diversity on committees. 
Other factors that can be attributed to the progress of the local initiative include (1) support from 
business and community members, (2) a revived sense of pride has emerged from implementing the 
Main Street Approach®, and (2) forming internal partnerships to address local issues. Factors which could 
be potentially detrimental to the success of the local program include (1) not regularly forming external 
partnerships to help mitigate local issues.27  
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Source: Community member online survey completed for purposes of the RARE-Main Street partnership 
research study. 2014. 
The Milton-Freewater Downtown Alliance (MFDA) was established “under the umbrella of the 
Community Development Partnership, a group [of 10 individuals] built of community members who are 
from service organizations & clubs, are business and property owners or city officials and we are joined 
with the Oregon Main Street Program”. 28 The mission of MFDA is to create a positive climate for new and 
existing business with improvements in infrastructure and increased promotion. According to a MFDA 
member, the alliance sees the commercial and retail potential of the area because of its proximity to 
Washington state line. Oregon does not have a sales tax whereas Washington’s sales tax ranges from 
6.5% to 9.5%.  
   
My community regularly forms external partnerships with
organizations or neighboring communities to address local
issues and challenges.
Internal partnerships or public committees within my
community generally have a diverse group of interested
members.
My community is successful at forming internal partnerships
to address local issues or challenges.
Most people in my community have an appreciation for
historic buildings and their reuse.
The Main Street Approach® has helped foster a revived sense
of pride in our community.
The majority of community members support revitalization
efforts downtown.
The majority of business owners support revitalization efforts
downtown.
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RARE Involvement  
Milton-Freewater applied for a RARE-AmeriCorps participant placement in 2012, just one year after the 
local Main Street initiative began. They have now had the same participant for two continuous years.  
Prior to RARE involvement the local initiative was designated as Exploring Downtown. This designation is 
for communities interested in using the Main Street Approach® for downtown revitalization, but have not 
yet made a commitment.29 At the time, the local initiative was not much more than an organization board 
with minimal support from the community.30 In past years, external consultants had been brought into 
the community through various projects to provide revitalization and economic development advice; 
however, very few of the strategies or recommendations ever came to fruition. The community was, 
therefore, somewhat skeptical of the Main Street initiative at its origins.31 Additionally, all volunteer 
board members were also full-time professionals with limited extra time or energy to devote to the 
initiative.  
The primary purpose, or need, behind the RARE partnership was to have a full-time staff person that 
could provide the time and energy to grow the initiative, determine what needed to done, and who 
within the community would be able to assist MFDA.  
First Year Milton-Freewater’s Main Street Partnered with RARE 
Year 19 (2012-2013)  
Continuous Years Milton-Freewater’s Main Street Partnered with RARE 
Year 20 (2013-2014)  
Capacity Needed 
Human, social, financial, and organizational capacity. (Continuous both years.) 
RARE-AmeriCorps Position Focus 
 Serve in the capacity of a full-time Main Street Manager as a mix of providing 
oversight and as a task manager.  
 Assist with administration, organization, and promotional duties of the MFDA. 
 Increase the volunteer base and community involvement.  
 Identify a sustainable funding model, mechanism, or endorsement for permanent, 
full-time Main Street Manager, or Executive Director. 
 Assist in the development and execution of tangible (or visible) improvement 
projects.  
 Assist in the facilitation of seasonal events.  
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Photo credits: All photographs for this section were taken by the researcher in May 2014.  
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Driving Forces for Implementing 
the Main Street Approach® 
Common Challenges for Local 
Main Street Programs Prior to 











































Common Responses for 
Initiating the RARE-Main Street 
Partnership 
The primary role of a RARE-AmeriCorps 
participant is to “orchestrate” projects and 

















































Overall Perception of the Partnership 































































































































































Important Characteristics of 
RARE-AmeriCorps Participants 
Expected to be the “Face” of the 
Local Main Street Program 
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What would you consider to be the top two driving forces for 








Community Assets that Have 





































































Factors or Characteristics 
Which Attributed to Success 
Factors or Characteristics 










































































Performance Measures for Partnership 
Effectiveness
Very Effective Effective (or About Average) Somewhat Effective Not Effective
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volunteers. 























































































































































































































































Factors that Contribute to 

























































































































Measuring Up: pre-determined performance measures and the RARE-Main Street 

















  Doing Well Could be Improved 
Needs a Lot of 
Improvement 












  Doing Well Could be Improved 
Needs a Lot of 
Improvement 































Supported by one or 













































































































































































































Are there additional hidden potentials for partnership 
success by comparing known capacity needs with the 
































































For Further Study 
The following topics were uncovered by the researcher throughout the course of the study, but were 
outside of the scope of work.  





































































































































































































































RARE-Main Street Partnerships 
















































































Astoria X X X
La Grande X X X X
Toledo X X
Year 18 (2011‐2012)
Astoria X X X X






La Grande X X X X
Coos Bay X X X X
Milton‐Freewater X X X
RARE-AmeriCorps Participant's Position Alignment 








































Oregon 3,421,399 3,831,074 409,675 12.0% 1.1%
Astoria 9,813 9,477 ‐336 ‐3.4% ‐0.3%
Coos Bay 15,374 15,967 593 3.9% 0.4%
La Grande 12,327 13,082 755 6.1% 0.6%






















Jurisdiction Total Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
Oregon 3,831,074  866,453 22.6% 2,431,088 63.5% 533,533 13.9%
Astoria 9,477 1,925 20.3% 5,932 62.6% 1,620 17.1%
Coos Bay 15,967 3,234 20.3% 9,685 60.7% 3,048 19.1%
La Grande 13,082 2,930 22.4% 8,221 62.8% 1,931 14.8%
























Oregon 87.1 2.6 2.9 4.9 0.7 6.1 11.7 88.3
Astoria 92.4 1.0 2.7 2.8 0.5 4.3 9.8 90.2
Coos Bay 92.0 1.2 5.6 2.4 0.8 3.5 7.6 92.4
La Grande 93.7 1.4 2.4 1.8 1.8 1.7 4.6 95.4




















































































































































































































Housing Occupancy & Seasonal Housing, 2010
Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent
Oregon 1,675,562 100.0 1,518,938 90.7 944,485 62.2 574,453 37.8 55,473 3.3
   Astoria 4,980 100.0 4,288 86.1 2,045 47.7 2,243 52.3 230 4.6
   Coos Bay 7,542 100.0 6,950 92.2 3,819 54.9 3,131 45.1 105 1.4
   La Grande 5,794 100.0 5,395 93.1 2,893 53.6 2,502 46.4 43 0.7






































































































































































































































































































































1. Do you agree to participate in the RARE­Main Street research study? By clicking “yes”,
you consent to the above statement. 
Thank you for your interest in the research study! 





2. Which Main Street community are you from? (The communities listed below are those 
selected for the research study and do not represent all RARE­Main Street communities.)
3. Which of the following affiliations do you identify with? (Click all that apply.)












































5. What would you consider to be the top two driving forces for implementing the Main 
Street Approach® in your community?  
 
Although multiple answers may apply, choose the top *two* factors your community tends 
to focus on most.  
6. What top three community assets, resources, or characteristics have helped spur 
downtown revitalization?
 
7. What top three issues, barriers or challenges were met trying to implement the Main 
Street Approach® in your community prior to the RARE partnership?
 
8. Would you say there is a tradition of volunteerism or public involvement within your 
community?
9. Why do you think that is?
 
 


























































































11. In your opinion, what were some of the more successful projects or initiatives the 
RARE partnership helped your community initiate, continue, or complete?
 
12. What factors or circumstances do you think attributed to project success?
 
13. In your opinion, what were some of the less successful projects or initiatives the RARE 
partnership was involved with in your community? 
 
14. What factors or circumstances do you think attributed to the lack of success?
 
15. Overall, do you feel the projects initiated, continued, or completed under the 
































































nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj
Identify sustainable funding 
models or mechanisms.
nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj
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17. Did the following factors increase or decrease as a direct result, or impact of, any 

















nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj
Increase local jobs in the 
downtown district.


















nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj
Physical improvement 
projects.
nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj nmlkj
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18. What was the greatest asset or benefit of having a RARE­AmeriCorps participant in 
your community? (Click all that apply.)
19. In your opinion, what were limitations of the partnership?
 

























21. What top three community issues, barriers or challenges to implement the Main Street 
Approach® still exist in your community?
 
22. Do you have any ideas for how the community could address these issues or 
challenges moving forward?
 
23. Other than the Oregon Main Street program and RARE, are you aware of other any 












24. Do you have any additional thoughts or comments about the effectiveness and impact 
of RARE in Oregon communities you would like to share at this time?
 
25. Do you have any suggestions for improving future evaluations of the RARE­Main 
Street partnership?
 
26. Would you be interested in seeing results of the RARE­Main Street research study?




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Areas in Need of Improvement 
 Improve or increase opportunities for continuity.  
 Provide more Main Street specific trainings early on.  
 Provide Main Street trainings for RARE staff. 
 Provide more orientation specific to Main Street. 
 Improve placement screening.  
 Ensure all participants serving in Main Street communities have the opportunity to attend Main 
Street trainings and workshops.  
 
